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I t is a sunny afternoon in 
August and the canal is at 
its best: water still, air hazy 
and towpath festooned with 
boughs of lush greenery. 

We’re moored up next to fellow 
liveaboards on the Grand Union 
and, as we adults sit out on the grassy 
towpath, the sound of our collective 
children’s screams and laughter 
fills the air. There is a water-fight 
going on. In fact, it’s day two of 
said water-fight and meticulous 
plans have been hatched overnight. 
Extra weaponry includes water 
bombs and additional containers. 
The wide open space that runs 
alongside our narrowboats has 
become a frontline.

It’s one of those picture-perfect 
moments of childhood, and not just 
for my daughter who is living it, 
but for me too. It serves as a happy 
reminder of a youth spent outdoors 
and indulged by nature.

Unplugged
News headlines are regularly 
dominated by instructions for 
parents to entice children from 

darkened bedrooms, unplug their 
devices and encourage them 
outside. The world we all inhabit 
is fast becoming one lived almost 
entirely in the shadow of the online 
universe and, as a parent, I find this 
unsettling. We rely on technology 
for information, guidance, to 
maintain friendships and, of course, 
for entertainment. I admit that it 
can be a great and wonderful tool, 
but some of us (myself included) 
fear this all-encompassing new 
world is diminishing children’s 
outdoor playtime so much that we 
are beginning to lose something 
intrinsic to our human nature; 
something precious. 

Moving afloat
Just over five years ago when my 
now eight-year-old daughter was 
two, and having just returned from 
15 months of European camper 
travels, my husband and I started 
looking for a new way to live in 
the UK. Our nomadic existence 
had taught us several things: that 
we loved living in small, simple 
spaces, that we no longer wanted 
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the financial constraints of a house 
and mortgage, and that we needed 
to exercise a certain degree of 
independence day-to-day. But 
perhaps most of all, we wanted 
our child to live a life outdoors 
amidst – and connected to – nature. 
Narrowboats very quickly stole our 
hearts for all of these reasons and 
more.

Living on boats means that as a 
family we are outside most of the 
time. We’re walking our dogs up 
and down the towpath or chopping 
wood to heat our home. Some 
days we’re cycling to the shops for 
supplies or just sitting on the roof 
passing the time with other boaters. 
Even when we’re inside we can see 
and hear the natural world at every 
turn. I love that most mornings 
my daughter is able to wake up 
gently to the sounds of wildlife; 
perhaps a duck padding down the 
roof, a moorhen bobbing by her 
bedroom window or even a swan 
sticking its head through the side 
hatch. I can see she is calmer in this 
environment, as well as having an 
appreciation of us being part of a 
much bigger picture. It’s something 
that’s easy to forget when we’re lost 
among city buildings, consumed by 

shopping, tied up with technology 
or stressed rushing from A to B. 
That’s not to say this doesn’t play a 
part in our new life too – of course it 
does – it’s just that the canal affords 
greater opportunity to switch off 

from it all when we need to.

Foraging
Another obvious difference to life 
afloat is how in tune we have become 
with the weather and seasons. We 

Travel writer Alice Gri!n explains 
why the waterways can be an 
ideal place to raise a young family

A happy Alice 
at the helm.

Alice and her husband became 
liveaboards when their daughter 

was just two years old.

A minor in the driving seat.
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ON THE WATERWAYS

hear the rain, we feel the wind, we 
can tell a good summer’s day within 
a few minutes of waking and, in 
wintertime, we fall asleep to the 
exhilarating sound of ice forming 
around our boat.

As the months grow warmer, 
we start foraging for food in the 
hedgerows: rose hip and crab 
apple jelly and elderflower cordial 
are family recipe favourites. It’s 
important that my daughter knows 
where her food comes from, and 
that she can tell her herb robert 
from red campion. Last summer, 
while out walking with a group of 
children, I was horrified to discover 
that one was too afraid to eat a 
blackberry – surely the most popular 
of childhood hedgerow snacks! All 
of these pastimes and experiences 
are of course available to house 
dwellers too, but somehow living 
on a narrowboat makes them more 
obvious and accessible.

Family time
Undoubtedly one of the biggest 
advantages of our new lifestyle has 
been the extra time we can devote 
to family. With fewer material needs 
we can live on less money, cut back 
on work and spend more quality time 

together. We’ve grown much closer 
as a result – something we hear time 
and again from other families we’ve 
met on the cut.

Last year my brother and two 
teenage nephews spent a couple 
of days on our boat and the 
transformation from stressed and 
uncommunicative to mellow and 
convivial – in such a short space of 
time – was astounding. Something 
about the obligatory slow travelling 
pace, not having huge access to 
technology, being forced to be 
outside helping with locks or simply 
the lure of steering a boat, saw 
spirits change very quickly. It seems 
that spending time on water is good 
for everyone, particularly in the case 
of parents and teenagers. I believe 
the waterways can prove a godsend 
to most families who want to step 
back, take stock and reconnect. 

Small space
People often ask how we manage 
in such a small space, to which my 
response is to widen my arms and 
ask them to take a look around. With 
the great outdoors on our doorstep, 
we can’t complain about the narrow 
confines of our boat.

And there are other life lessons 

that come from living afloat, in 
particular the understanding that 
our resources are finite and we must 
conserve water and electricity. The 
effort of collecting firewood is a 
great way to show my daughter that 
wasting fuel comes at a cost.

Perhaps the most important lesson 
we hope to teach our daughter is that 
old cliché: true happiness cannot 
be found in material products. The 
best things in life really are free. 
Living simply and finding joy in 
nature’s provisions is crucial to our 
well-being. If we want our children 
to embrace the world around them, 
and to care about the environment 
they live in, they have to discover it 
for themselves. Living or spending 
time on a narrowboat is a big step 
towards achieving this. Any water-
fights along the way are a bonus.

Living afloat is a great way 
for children to observe 
nature up close.

Alice believes that 
playing outdoors can 
fuel kids’ creativity.

Dog days.

Feeding swans is just one of 
the daily treats children can 

enjoy on a boat.

The great outdoors 
for a garden.

Water-fight truce?  
No chance!


